The Search for the Self in the Basic Human Conditi by 周力
学校编码 10384  分类号___________密级____________ 










The Search for the Self in the Basic Human Condition 
 
——A Thematic Study of Samuel Beckett’s Writings 

























指导老师  陈敦全教授 厦门大学外文系  
申请学位级别     硕士        专业名称  英语语言文学  
论文提交日期 ________________论文答辩日期 _______________ 
学位授予单位和日期 ____________________________________ 
                             答辩委员会主席 _____________ 





























THE SEARCH FOR THE SELF IN THE BASIC HUMAN CONDITION 
------A Thematic Study of Samuel Beckett’s Writings 












































The Search for the Self in the Basic Human Condition 
------ A Thematic Study of Samuel Beckett’s Writings 
And his Waiting for Godot 
(Synopsis) 
 
Graduate student: Zhou Li         Supervisor: Professor Chen Dun-quan 
 
    Beckett is one of the greatest writers of the twentieth century and one of the 
major dramatists of the Theatre of the Absurd. His work is the genuine recording of 
existential experience in the exploration of the self and the human condition. In 
communicating the inescapable, paradoxical dilemma of the human situation, Beckett 
shows his profound concern for the fundamental anguish of man when he is 
confronted with the purposeless, absurd world. This thesis is mainly a thematic study 
of Samuel Beckett’s work represented by his masterpiece, Waiting for Godot, with the 
purpose to reveal Beckett’s innermost concern and the significance of his work. It 
consists of three chapters. 
    In Chapter One, Beckett’s life and experience is presented chronologically. It is 
divided into seven stages: Beckett’s early years; Beckett’s relationship with James 
Joyce and his years in Paris; depression and psychoanalysis; war experience, 
productive years, and his later years. This chapter serves as not only a survey of 
Beckett’s life and work, but also an attempt to link his personal experience, 
philosophical and social background with the subject matter of his oeuvre. 
    Chapter Two tries to trace to basic themes running through Beckett’s works. It 
consists of two parts: the nove l and the drama. The first part intends to analyze the 
development of the theme of self-exploration through the novels as well as describe 
them. In his novels, the basic questions to which Beckett tries to find a solution is: 
How can we come to terms with the fact that, without ever having asked for it, we 
have been thrown into the world, into being? And who are we; what is the true nature 
of our self? What does a human being mean when he says “I”? What is the difference 
between “I” and “Not I”? The second part presents Beckett’s plays, in which he 
reveals the both tragic and comic human situations through different stage images. 
The basic Beckett’s themes continue: the identity of the self, the probing of the human 
personality and consciousness at different stages, the problem of self-perception, and 
so on. Beckett’s work concentrates on the essential aspects of human experience. Like 
the German novelist Kafka, Beckett’s world is haunted by an absence of meaning at 













emptiness fills his novels and plays.  
It is in Chapter Three that Beckett’s themes will be fully studied and highlighted 
in the most important and well-known literary work of Samuel Beckett, Waiting for 
Godot. It is a play around two human beings (probably complementary aspects of a 
single personality) who engage in a desperate attempt to find or to create meaning for 
themselves. Born into a world without reason, they live out their lives waiting for an 
explanation that never comes and whose existence may be only a figment of their 
imagination. Vladimir and Estragon represent human being in the most basic human 
situation of being in the world and not knowing what they are there for. They wait (to 
be saved?), ye t have no positive evidence that who they wait for, a person named 
Godot, will come or not - or, indeed, whether he actually exists. Their pointless, 
passive waiting is contrasted with the mindless and equally purposeless journeys 
made by another pair Pozzo and Lucky. In this play, as in others, human relationships 
are reduced to the most elemental tensions of cruelty, hope, frustration, and 
disillusionment around themes of birth, death, human emotions, material obstacles, 
and unending consciousness.  
The whole chapter is divided into three parts: Introduction is intended to present 
the basic plot and characters; Thematic Studies, focused on the fundamental human 
situation presented in the play from the existentialist perspective, is further divided 
into “Godot,” “Waiting: Confrontation with Time,” “Salvation” and “Habit: a 
Painkiller;” and the third part will be a discussion of the social significance of Waiting 
for Godot, its reflection of Beckett’s age as well as its transcendence of his time.  
 In Waiting for Godot , we experience hope and pain, frustration and despair, with 
Vladimir and Estragon in their waiting. We are confronted with time itself, against 
which the identity of the self becomes so evasive and beyond our reach. Man is 
bewildered in this incomprehensible world and is tortured in his confrontation with 
nothingness and negation of the universe. Godot does not show up, and will never do. 
Vladimir and Estragon’s waiting is shown as essentially absurd. They must either turn 
to each other for support and warmth, or take to their habit as a painkiller, or take 
actions. But alas, action is also anything but absurd, as the pathetic declining state of 
Pozzo and Lucky shows.  
Beckett here presents us a human dilemma: on the one hand, man needs to feel 
that he exist; on the other hand, existence itself is meaningless and absurd, and this is 
a painful vision man has to face. Both the struggle to escape from this confrontation 
of negation and the impetus to search for the identity of the self put man into an basic 
inescapable situation.  
To exist in a world devoid of reason, one must create that reason. Is this the 
reason that Vladimir and Estragon assume that there is a Godot, which stands for their 
raison d’etre? 
This thesis is an attempt to go into Samuel Beckett’s world and explore the 
identity of the self and the human condition along with this great thinker and writer.  
In Beckett’s play we are enabled to see man’s situation in all its grimness and 
despair. The question whether the writer’s tone is pessimistic or optimistic has caused 













is perhaps a good idea that we simply go back to Aristotle’s catharsis theory. By 
seeing our anxieties formulated, by recognizing the fundamental absurdity of the 
universe, we can liberate ourselves from them, laugh at them and at ourselves. With 
our illusions be stripped off, and our becoming more aware of our vaguely felt fears 
and anxieties, we can then face this situation consciously. We can then readjust 
ourselves to living with less exulted aims and by doing so become more humble, more 
receptive, less exposed to violent disappointments and crises, and thus be able to live 
in a closer accord with reality.  
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Samuel Beckett is one of the greatest writers of the twentieth century and one of 
the major dramatists of the Theatre of the Absurd. His work is the genuine recording 
of existential experience in the exploration of the self and the human condition. In 
communicating the inescapable, paradoxical dilemma of the human situation, Beckett 
shows his innermost concern for the fundamental anguish of man when he is 
confronted with the inexplicable, absurd universe. 
 
Beckett’s work, at first glance, seems to be concerned primarily with the sordid 
side of human existence, with tramps and with cripples who inhabit trash cans. A 
close study of his work shows this, however, to be a misconception. He deals with 
human beings in such extreme situations not because he is interested in the sordid and 
diseased aspects of life but because he concentrates on the essential aspects of human 
experience. The subject of so much of world literature - the social relations between 
individuals, their manners and possessions, their struggles for rank and position, or 
the conquest of sexual objects - appears to Beckett as merely external trappings of 
existence, the accidental and superficial aspects that mask the basic problems and the 
existential anguish of the human condition. The basic questions to which Beckett tries 
to find an answer are: How can we come to terms with the fact that, without ever 
having asked for it, we have been thrown into the world, into being? And who are we; 
what is the true nature of our self? What does a human being mean when he says “I”? 
What is the difference between “I” and “Not I”?  
 
What appears to a superficial view as a concentration on the sordid thus emerges 
as an attempt to grapple with the most essential aspects of the human condition. The 
two tramps in Waiting for Godot, for instance, represent human beings in the most 
basic human situation of being in the world yet not knowing what they are there for. 
Vladimir and Estragon (Didi and Gogo) wait (to be saved?), yet have no positive 
evidence that the person they wait for, someone called Godot, will come or not - or, 
indeed, whether he actually exists. During their waiting, they are seen talking, 
quarreling, falling down, contemplating suicide, and generally filling up time with 
conversation that ranges from vaudeville patter to metaphysical speculation. Their 
pointless, passive waiting is contrasted with the mindless and equally purposeless 
journeys made by another pair - Pozzo and Lucky. This pair seems to move from one 













day, but Estragon cannot remember and Vladimir is not sure when contradicted by 
Estragon. The following day Pozzo and Lucky reappear, but Pozzo is blind and Lucky, 
dumb. Time has deformed them. At the end of the play, the boy messenger, who told 
Vladimir and Estragon that Godot would not come that day but surely the next day, 
delivers the same message. The two tramps think of leaving, but they do not move. 
 
Waiting for Godot has been interpreted in a large variety of ways, among which 
those that touch Christianity may hold the greatest interest. In associating with this 
essential part of human life, the play confronts the audience (the reader) with the 
uncertainty of salvation and incomprehensibility of the universe. How can Vladimir 
and Estragon come to terms with their situation? In what ways are they identical to us? 
The answer to these questions must be found in our experience of the waiting and 
frustration, hope and pain, fear and anxieties with them throughout the whole play. In 
this play, Beckett presents the static, fundamental human condition in a highly 
suggestive image. The themes of instability of the self, human confrontation with time, 
the mystery of the universe, and the vision of nothingness can all be traced in the 
basic human dilemma presented in the play: the necessity of self-perception and the 
escape from awareness of one’s condition. 
 
How consciously did Beckett create this drama work? This may remain a 
mystery. Beckett never thought himself a better dramatist than a novelist, and he once 
said that Waiting for Godot was just a “diversion” compared to his fiction writing. But 
this play is generally regarded as reflecting the spiritual preoccupations of the modern 
Western world, essentially a metaphor about the basic human condition, much beyond 
Beckett’s expectation when he first wrote it. We all agree that a writer himself may or 
may not be aware of how much his work mirrors his time, how much collective 
consciousness is conveyed into his work of art. Beckett might just have been 
expressing his own preoccupations in Waiting for Godot, or even been playing word 
games, but we are amazed to find that such a simple piece of drama has its profound 
and rich implications and that it is full of echoes of the fundamental predicaments in 
human history. And we are confronted with the ultimate condition of human existence 
in the form of insecurity, folly, futility of action on the stage. 
 
To understand Samuel Beckett, a study of his life experience and his literary 
pursuit may be necessary. We may assume that many factors in his life, such as 
Beckett’s loneliness in his childhood, his depression and psychoanalysis, and his 
enormously wide reading of philosophy, and so on, be linked with his preoccupation 













James Joyce must have had a moral effect on him, serving as a model of “artistic 
integrity.” The social background, especially World War II, moreover, must have led 
Beckett into a further understanding of the absurdity of the universe and the helpless 
situation.  
 
All these are reflected in Samuel Beckett’s works. Let’s have a brief survey 
starting from his novels. In his novels - they are not, strictly speaking, novels as 
usually understood - Beckett raises the problem of the identity of the human self from 
inside, which is to say, his search for the self, as always, moves along with his own 
self-exploration. The exploration of reality underneath the surface layer after layer is 
the reason that Beckett’s development as a writer is toward an ever greater 
concentration, sparseness, and brevity. His earlier works of narrative fiction, More 
Pricks than Kicks and Murphy, abound in descriptive detail. In Watt, the milieu is still 
recognizable, but most of the action takes place in a highly abstract, unreal world. In 
his trilogy, Molly, Malone Dies and the Unnamable, however, the basic problem, 
simply stated, is that when I say “I am writing”, I am talking about myself, one part of 
me is describing what another part of me is doing. I am both the observer and the 
object I observe. Which is the two is the real “I”? Beckett tries to pursue this elusive 
essence of the self, which manifests itself to him as a constant stream of thought and 
of observations about the self. On the other hand, what he finds is a constantly 
receding chorus of observers, or storytellers, who immediately on being observed 
become, in turn, objects of observation by a new observer.  
 
Most of Beckett’s plays also take place on a similar level of abstraction. They 
form a continuation of the development of his theme in various stage images. 
Endgame describes the dissolution of the relation between a master and his servant. 
They inhabit a circular structure with two high windows - perhaps the image of the 
inside of a human skull. The action might be seen as a symbol of the dissolution of a 
human personality in the hour of death, the breaking of the bond between the spiritual 
and the physical sides of man. In Krapp’s Last Tape, an old man listens to the 
confessions he recorded in earlier and happier years. This becomes an image of the 
mystery of the self, for to the old Krapp, the voice of the younger Krapp is that of a 
total stranger. In what sense, then, can the two Krapps be regarded as the same human 
being? In Happy Days, a woman, literally sinking continually deeper into the ground, 
nonetheless continues to prattle about the trivialities of life. Play shows the dying 
moment of consciousness of three characters, who have been linked in a farcical 














In Beckett’s work, a recognition of the triviality and ultimate pointlessness of 
human strivings, by freeing the audience from its concern with senseless and futile 
objectives, has a liberating effect. The release and laughter arise from seeing the 
pomposity and self- importance of a preoccupation with illusory ambitions and futile 
desires. The ultimate effect of seeing or reading Beckett is one of Cathartic release, an 
objective as old as theatre itself. 
 
In this brief study of Beckett’s work, Chapter One serves as a survey of Beckett’s 
life, experience, and works. In Chapter Two a thematic study and description of his 
major novels and the plays are carried out. The themes underlying Beckett’s works are 
more fully developed and analyzed in his masterpiece, Waiting for Godot in Chapter 
Three. It is hoped that the three chapters should form a basic thematic study of 
Beckett’s oeuvre. The study of Beckett carried out in this thesis is only on a very 
small scale. The intention of writing this thesis is to explore, with this great thinker 
and writer, the true self and the human condition in a philosophical sense. It has left 
out many important aspects of Beckett’s work, such as his style, the shape and 
structure of his work, and much of the related artistic value. Beckett’s richness and 




































Samuel Beckett’s Life and Experience 
 
    A question often lingers in my mind when I read so-called highly 
autobiographical novels such as Sons and Lovers, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young 
Man; that is, to what extent is the writer describing his own experience? How many 
autobiographical elements are there in these works? Beckett’s works, according to 
many critics, are highly subjective and may therefore contain elements of 
autobiography. And this is why, when I read Beckett, this question occurs to me again. 
We agree that the literary work is a creation, a self-contained work of art that can be 
seen in its own terms, entirely separately from the author, and should be treated thus; 
on the other hand, it must express the author’s personal view about life and the world, 
and what he conveys in his work must be his own personal experience. Let’s look at 
Beckett’s life to see how much it helps to explain features of his work. 
 
I. Early Years 
 
Samuel Beckett was born in Dublin on 13 April 1906 – “Good Friday.” This is 
the day, according to Christian belief, when Jesus Christ was crucified, and it seems 
that it has had an almost mystical significance to him in his personal life. Whether one 
of the two thieves who were to be crucified with Christ was saved while the other was 
damned is a question which Beckett has raised in various forms throughout his 
writings. Also, he sometimes uses the date and place of his birth as a possible 
explanation of his introspective personality. Peggy Guggenheim, one of Beckett’s 
friends, remembered that “ever since his birth Beckett had retained a terrible memory 
of life in his mother’s womb” and he was “constantly suffering from this and had 
awful crises, when he felt he was suffocating.”1 Beckett himself affirms that he had 
little talent for happiness although his parents did everything to make his childhood 
happy.  
 
His parents were comfortably situated members of the Anglo-Irish professional 
class. Beckett’s father was a robust man and jovial sportsman who built up a 
significant reputation and sizeable fortune in quantity surveying. His mother was 
                                                 













strong-willed and independent. She was the more rigid and more demanding of the 
two parents and it seems that her role in Beckett’s life led to conflicting and mostly 
troubled representations of her in his writings. 
 
At the age of 13, Beckett went to the Portora Royal School in Northern Ireland 
where Wilde once studied. He was an excellent athlete, not only the best cricket 
player in his school, but also a boxing champion and a very good swimmer. But 
despite his success at games and his popularity with classmates, Beckett grew into an 
aloof young man. It seems that that his introspective personality and his strong sense 
of loneliness had already started in his childhood. 
 
    In 1923, Beckett went to Trinity College Dublin where he stud ied French and 
Italian, receiving his B.A. degree four years later. He won a scholarship in Modern 
Languages, and received the large gold medal for outstanding scholarship. Such was 
his academic distinction that he was nominated by his university as its representative 
in a traditional exchange of lecturers with the Ecole Normale Superieure in Paris, 
where he became teacher of English for the year 1928-1930. 
 
II. Relationship with James Joyce and the Years in Paris 
 
Beckett had earlier bicycled along the Loire Valley but this two-year exchange 
fellowship in Paris was to be fundamental to his life and work. It not only steeped 
him in French culture but also plunged him into an international avant-garde. In Paris, 
Beckett met James Joyce and soon became a member of his circle. During his tenure 
at the Ecole Normale he published in transition2 and also won a prize for a poem, 
“Whoroscope,” on Descartes. With a French friend Alfred Péron, he translated into 
French the “Anna Livia Plurabelle” section of Joyce’s “Work in Progress” and he 
wrote a critical monograph on Proust’s A la recherche du temps perdu [Remembrance 
of the Days Past].  
 
The bond between Beckett and Joyce was a curious one, on Beckett’s part forged 
at first because of great respect for Joyce’s writing and then out of complex and still 
not completely understood psychological attitudes. Joyce became for Beckett a model 
of artistic integrity. Joyce’s eyesight was very bad, and Beckett soon became “the 
most eager and willing of all his helpers, tracking down obscure references, collecting 
arcane information, taking dictation when Joyce could not see to write, and even 
                                                 













running errands for the Joyce family” 3. Beckett marveled at Joyce’s ability to write 
every day despite the trials of his personal life or the pain of his eyes. Later in his life 
Beckett would speak of the “moral effect” Joyce had on him, making him “realize 
artistic integrity.” Many critics suggest that their relationship is suggested by that of 
Pozzo and Lucky (in Waiting for Godot), and of Ham and Clov (in Endgame). 
 
    Very soon after they met, Joyce asked Beckett to contribute an essay to the 
volume which became Our Exagmination Round His Factification for Incamination 
of Work in Progress, published in 1929. Beckett’s essay, “Dante… Bruno . Vico …  
Joyce,” was his first published writing, one which showed his unbounded admiration 
for Joyce. In later years whenever he passed through Paris, he went to see Joyce. 
Richard Ellmann describes their relationship as follows: 
 
       Beckett was addicted to silence, and so was Joyce; they engaged in conversations 
which consisted often in silences directed towards each other, both suffused with 
sadness, Beckett mostly for the world, Joyce mostly for himself. Joyce sat in his 
habitual posture, legs crossed, toe of the upper leg under the instep of the lower; 
Beckett, also tall and slender, fell into the same gesture. Joyce suddenly asked some 
such questions as “How could the idealist Hume write a history?” Beckett replied, 
“A history of representations.”4 
 
But later, the relationship between Beckett and Joyce nearly broke up. Joyce’s 
daughter was suffering from schizophrenia and had fallen in love with Beckett, who 
did not reciprocate, and Joyce became angry with him and refused to see him any 
more. Joyce seems to be a person who only thought about himself; he once said that 
he did not love anybody apart from his own family. Beckett’s love and respect for him 
was not reciprocated either. To Joyce, he was no more than one of the worshipping 
students gathered round under his halo. 
 
By the beginning of his second year in Paris, Beckett had begun to explore 
philosophy, reading Schopenhauer and Descartes. His interest in the latter led him to 
the Belgian philosopher Arnold Geulincx. Geulincx’s theory, that the thinking man 
must realize that the only area in which he can achieve total independence is his own 
mind and therefore he should strive to control his own mental state rather than the 
exterior world, has had a lasting effect upon Beckett’s literary thinking. Geulincx’s 
                                                 
    3 British Dramatists since World War II: Part A-L, Dictionary of Literary Biography. Vol.13. 
    4 Richard Ellmann, James Joyce (New York and London: Oxford University Press, 1959), 661. 













dictum, “Where you are worth nothing, there you should want nothing,” became a 
central theme in Beckett’s first novel, Murphy (1938) and has been expressed many 
times in his plays. 
 
    Beckett soon returned to Trinity College, but he found that he was 
temperamentally unsuited to the profession of teaching. He once said that he panicked 
and was frustrated in front of a whole class of students. Dublin was a place of 
oppression to him. To one who felt that habit and routine were the cancer of time, 
social intercourse a mere illusion, and that the artist’s life must be a life of solitude, 
the daily grind of a university lecturer’s work must have been unbearable. By 
November 1931, he had become seriously depressed and was unable to leave his bed 
in his darkened room. Beckett finally gave up his career and cut himself loose from 
all routine and social duties. Beckett moved from Dublin to London to Paris, traveled 
through France and Germany, leading a wandering life, writing poems and stories, 
and doing odd jobs.  
  
III. Depression and Psychoanalysis 
 
During some trips to Paris, Beckett found a hotel to live in and there he began to 
write an unpublished novel “Dream of Fair to Middling Women,” portions of which 
he used later in the collection of short stories, More Pricks than Kicks (1934). But 
soon he was forced to return to Dublin because of political disturbance in France, to 
face his family, especially his mother’s, disapproval and misunderstanding. They 
were unhappy with him because he would not find an occupation and was unable to 
make anything out of his writing.  
 
Beckett had been living on a small allowance doled out by his parents. He was 
often oppressed by his economic situation. He tried to support himself by writing, but 
a few reviews, short stories and poems did not bring him much income. His father 
died suddenly in June 1933. Six months later, following a severe mental breakdown, 
Beckett left Dublin for London. His mother had agreed to subsidize him for six 
months so that he could begin psychoanalysis and establish himself as a writer. 
 
This was an era when many artists and writers, especially those who lived in 
Paris, were strongly influenced by Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung, and many of them 
had already been in analysis. Beckett had read some Freud and was quite familiar 
with Jung’s essay “Psychology and Poetry,” yet the idea of psychoanalysis for himself 
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